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Researcher Identity: Exploring the Transformatory Power of the Research 
Experience 
 
Abstract 
In consumer research we frequently focus on the phenomenon of transformation; be 
that the transformatory effects of a particular consumption community or the great 
body of work being carried out under the banner of Transformative Consumer 
Research. However there is a particular transformation which occurs in the field of 
interpretivist consumer research that, we would argue, is overlooked ± that of 
researcher transformation. We present as data our reflexive considerations on the 
ways in which our own research with vulnerable consumers has affected and changed 
us. We consider short term transformations in the field, reflecting on the various ways 
that researcher identity is carefully managed and negotiated to fit with the social-
cultural setting. We also consider longer term transformations and discuss the 
enduring impact of the research process ± the people we have met, the homes we have 
visited and the stories we have heard. By reflecting on the shaping of LGHQWLWLHVµLQWKH
ILHOG¶ZHaim to deepen our appreciation of the interpretive consumer research process 
and contribute to theoretical understanding of transformative identity research. 
 
 
Keywords: Transformative Consumer Research, researcher identity, researcher 
transformation, vulnerable consumers, interpretive research 
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Researcher Identity: Exploring the Transformatory Power of the Research 
Experience 
 
In consumer research we frequently focus on the phenomenon of transformation 
(Schouten, 1991); be that the transformatory effects of a particular consumption 
community (cf Belk and Costa, 1998) or the great body of work being carried out 
under the banner of Transformative Consumer Research (Mick, 2006). However there 
is a particular transformation which occurs in the field of interpretivist consumer 
research that, we would argue, is overlooked ± that of researcher transformation. 
Previous work has highlighted how researchers working in sensitive contexts have the 
potential to feel vulnerable (Downey et al. 2007). However, there has been little focus 
on the lasting impact of the research process and how it can change us both as 
consumer researchers and as human beings.   
 
In this paper we explicitly view the research process as a transformatory one. 
Reinharz (1997) talks of the construction of the researcher-self in the field stating that 
µZHERWKEULQJWKHVHOIWRWKHILHOGDQGFUHDWHWKHVHOILQWKHILHOG¶LELG6LPLODUO\
+XPSKULHV%URZQDQG+DWFKVXJJHVWWKDWµWKHdiscovery of the self is an 
integral aspect of discovering the other¶ :KLOH &RIIH\   KLJKOLJKWV WKH
personal nature of research, seeing it as a kind of µidentity work¶ that constructs and 
produces researcher identity both during and after fieldwork. Interaction with research 
contexts and informants provides a new vantage point from which to critically view 
the self, as we become accustomed to the µORRNLQJ-JODVVVHOI¶ and viewing ourselves 
through the eyes of others (Mead, 1934).  
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In the following section, we turn to the literature and discuss the limited, but 
important work that informs our understanding of researcher transformation, drawing 
on both consumer research and work from other disciplines. Next, we present the 
ways in which our own research with vulnerable consumers has affected and changed 
us. We consider short term transformations in the field, reflecting on the various ways 
that researcher identity is carefully managed and negotiated to fit with the social-
cultural setting. We also consider longer term transformations and discuss the 
enduring impact of the people we have met, the homes we have visited and the stories 
we have heard. In addition we share insight from conversations with fellow 
UHVHDUFKHUV %\ UHIOHFWLQJ RQ WKH VKDSLQJ RI LGHQWLWLHV µLQ WKH ILHOG¶ our aim is to 
deepen our appreciation of the interpretive consumer research process and contribute 
to the theoretical understanding of transformative identity research. 
 
Researcher Identity 
 
It is widely recognised that the self-concept is malleable and dynamic; we change 
throughout our life course and display different versions of self depending on the 
context we find ourselves in and the people with whom we are interacting. Hopson 
and Adams (1976) highlight that transitions or discontinuities can create identity 
strain. Similarly, Giddens (1991: 33, 52) suggests that self-identity is always a work-
in-progress; transitiRQV LQ LQGLYLGXDO OLYHVGHPDQG µpsychic organisation¶ as identity 
µis not something that is just given, as a result of the continuities of thHLQGLYLGXDO¶V
action-system, but something that has to be routinely created and sustained in the 
reflexivHDFWLYLWLHVRIWKHLQGLYLGXDO¶ Consumer researchers have also recognised that 
transitions can have an impact on identity formation by creating a limbo between a 
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past state and a coming one, µa period of personal ambiguity, of non-status, and of 
unanchored identity¶ (Schouten, 1991: 49).  It is generally acknowledged that efforts 
are made to resolve these identity conflicts (Burroughs and Rindfleisch, 2002; Mick 
and Fournier, 1998; Murray, 2002) by locating periods of transitions into new 
narratives of the self (Shankar et al. 2001). We hold that the UHVHDUFKHU¶V LGHQWLW\ LV
similarly challenged as they move through the research process. As yet, research on 
this topic remains underdeveloped. As Dickson-Swift et al. (2007: DUJXHµYHU\
little empirical work focusing directly on the experiences of researchers has been 
XQGHUWDNHQ WR GDWH¶ ,Q WKLV SDSHU ZH DLP WR DGGUHVV WKLV JDS E\ IRFXVLQJ RQ WKH
concept of researcher transformation. 
 
Researcher Transformation 
 
³:KHQ UHVHDUFKHUV GR JDLQ HQWU\ LQWR WKH SULYDWH ZRUOGV RI RWKHUV WKH\ KDYH WKH
potential to invade, distort or destroy parts of the private world. If participants in 
sensitive research open themselves to this type of research they are also opening 
themselves to the possibility that they may be somehow changed by the process. This 
is also true for the researchers. Researchers also open up some of themselves to the 
participants and in doing so rHQGHUWKHPVHOYHVYXOQHUDEOHWRFKDQJH´ (Dickson-Swift 
et al. 2008: 10). 
 
It is commonly acknowledged that the researcher has an impact on both the research 
process and the construction of knowledge (Bettany and Woodruffe-Burton 2009). 
However, the two-way nature of the researcher-researched relationship is often over-
looked. Within the methodological literature on ethnography, it is recognised that the 
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researcher is a research instrument who performs a pivotal role in data collection. 
Atkinson and Hammersley (2007) suggest that researchers may engage in impression 
management to facilitate access and should remain aware of self-presentation issues. 
These short-term transformations may involve changes in dress, language or 
demeanour or, in other words, active construction of different researcher selves to 
facilitate immersion in the chosen context and hence, generate good data. However, 
researcher transformations of a deeper character or those which extend beyond the 
fieldwork site are not often considered. In this paper, we argue that such 
transformations are not only experienced by researchers involved in ethnographic 
projects, but also by researchers engaged in less immersive qualitative work. 
Following Dickson-Swift et al. (2008), we pay particular attention to researchers 
working on sensitive topics. Given that the Transformative Consumer Research 
agenda is concerned with transforming lives of those considered vulnerable (for 
example, homelessness, health issues, disasters, consumer misbehaviours), it is 
important that we consider how researchers investigating such challenging topics are 
affected and changed by their work.  
 
Ozanne and Fischer (2011) end their methodology-focused chapter in the recently 
published Transformative Consumer Research volume with tKHIROORZLQJFDXWLRQµEH
SUHSDUHG WR EH SURIRXQGO\ FKDQJHG¶ ,Q SDUWLFXODU WKH\ UHIHU WR WZR W\SHV RI
transformation. Firstly, they suggest that, through a social comparison process, 
researchers focusing on marginalised or vulnerable groups come to better appreciate 
their own situations. Secondly, they suggest that conducting research in sensitive 
contexts may instil a sense of duty and social justice and a need to instigate change 
that could improve UHVSRQGHQWV¶OLYHV,QWKLVUHVSHFWUHVHDUFKHUV¶IRFXV may extend 
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beyond purely academic outputs as they strive to make a practical difference to the 
lives of those they study. In the remainder of this section, we discuss some examples 
of transformation experienced by researchers working in sensitive contexts. Personal 
reflections on such transformations remain limited in the marketing and consumer 
research literature discipline, and we draw on material from both within and beyond 
the disciplinary confines. 
 
6WRQH¶V  VWXG\ RI HOGHUO\ FRQVXPHUV LQ D FDUH home provides an interesting 
starting point from which to demonstrate how hermeneutic interpretation can have a 
lasting emotional impact. Drawing on introspective reflections, Stone (2009: 224-225) 
illustrates how one interview, during which the participant confessed to attempted 
VXLFLGHKDVUHPDLQHGZLWKKLP+HUHYHDOVµ,EHFDPHTXLWHZLWKGUDZQVHOI-centred, 
OHWKDUJLFPRRG\DQGJHQHUDOO\XQSOHDVDQW¶7KHPXOWLSOHUH-readings of the interview 
transcripts required for phenomenological work intensified tKHVHIHHOLQJVµ(DFKWLPH
a new revelation hit me ± and I swear I could physically feel these impacts ± I seemed 
to sink into a deeper and deeper sense of depression.¶ :RRGWKURSH¶V : 3) 
ethnographic work on meanings in the cemetery landscape provides another 
LQWHUHVWLQJ H[DPSOH RI KRZ UHVHDUFK FDQ EHFRPH DQ µLQWHOOHFWXDO DQG HPRWLRQDO
MRXUQH\¶ +HU  DFFRXQW LV HIIHFWLYH LQ UHPLQGLQJ XV WKDW RIWHQ WKH WUDQVIRUPDWRU\
SRZHURI WKHUHVHDUFKH[SHULHQFH LVXQDQWLFLSDWHG µ:KLOVW ,ZDVDZDUHRIEHLQJ WKH
vessel through which this data would be collated, at this stage I did not consider how 
my human-ness would affect what I saw, how I sDZLWDQGZKDW,UHFRUGHG¶LELG4). 
As a consequence of spending time in a cemetery Woodthrope (2007:  4, 6) found 
herself µEHFRPLQJLQFUHDVLQJO\VHQVLWLVHGWRLVVXHVVXUURXQGLQJJULHIDQGPRXUQLQJ¶WR
WKHH[WHQWWKDWVKHµKDGEHFRPHH[FHVVLYHO\FRQFHUQHGDERXWGHDWK.¶ 
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While the examples above demonstrate the emotional impact of conducting research 
on sensitive topics, the opposite can also be true in that researchers can become 
desensitised.  In other words, an issue that may be regarded as emotionally charged in 
advance of the research may become less so as the research progresses. One of the 
participants in Dickson-Swift HWDO¶VVWXG\SURYLGHVDQLOOXPLQDWLQJH[DPSOH
µLW¶VOLNHWKRVHVRUWVRIWKLQJVMXVWZHDURII\RXNQRZ\RXGRQ¶WJHWDVKRFNZKHQ
someone says- ³RKP\IDWKHUEHDWPHIRU\HDUV´ \RXMXVWWKLQN³RKZHOO´¶6FRWW
(1998: 2, 3) shares similar sentiments in her account of research on ritual abuse: 
µ8QOLNHO\ DV LW PD\ VHHP ULWXDO DEXVH KDG EHFRPH SDUW RI P\ WDNHQ-for-granted 
NQRZOHGJHRIWKHZRUOGE\WKHWLPH,EHJDQWKLVUHVHDUFK¶ 
 
It is also important to acknowledge that research in seemingly non-sensitive contexts 
can have an equally transformative impact on the researcher. &RIIH\¶V : 26) 
work on the ethnographer-self reminds us that fieldwork is always personal in nature 
in terms of the way it constructs, shapes and challenges the researcher. She argues that 
research can have a µlasting impact on the conceptualization of selfhood beyond the 
temporal and spatial boundaries of fieldwork.¶ In other words, it is not only fieldwork 
carried out in sensitive contexts that can have a transformative impact on our lives 
that extends beyond academic boundaries. 7R LOOXVWUDWH &DQQLIRUG¶V ) 
reflections on his ethnographic study of the global surfing subculture reveal the 
physical and emotional challenges that he experienced on exiting the field:  
µ$WVRPHVWDJHWKHHWKQRJUDSKHU-VHDPRQVWHUPXVWFUDZOIURPWKHZDWHU¶VHGJHDPEOH
up the beach, slump into a car and creep back towards civilisation......Long periods 
over the last few years have been spent at University, about an hour away from good 
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surf. Periods of the last three years have seen me effectively quit surfing. During these 
times my ability as a surfer has sunk to more deplorable levels than usual; my body 
has become soft and ineffective in the water. At times I have become depressed and 
taNHQWRVKXWWLQJP\VHOILQDGDUNURRPWRPHGLWDWHP\VHOIRQWRDJODVV\JUHHQZDYH¶ 
 
A Note on method 
 
Each of the authors has conducted separate research studies in sensitive contexts 
relating to life-threatening illness, disability and poverty. All the studies involved a 
constructionist ontology, in-depth interviews and non-participant observation.  As a 
starting point to data collection we each generated a written piece of reflection on our 
research process, focussing on the theme of transformation. These reflections relate to 
our completed doctoral research projects. We did not have a rigid structure in place 
for this document and were at liberty to capture our reflections and interpretations in a 
manner we considered appropriate. We present as data our reflexive considerations 
extracted from these documents on the ways in which our research projects changed 
us. Change is a notoriously difficult phenomenon to diagnose in oneself and therefore 
ZH KDYH DQDO\VHG HDFK RWKHU¶V DFFRXQWV WR GHULYH QDVFHQW ILQGLngs. We have found 
this collective (The Voice Group, 2008) way of working helpful in generating a form 
RI³LQWHUSUHWLYHFRPPXQLW\´Thompson, 2002), one which has allowed us to distance 
ourselves from our own stories and view our experiences through the eyes of others.  
 
This, sometimes controversial (Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993) approach to data 
collection is relatively uncommon but is certainly not new. In bringing ourselves more 
explicitly into our study we follow in the introspective footsteps of Gould (1995), 
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auto-ethnographers (Hackley, 2007) and those who share their valuable reflexive 
accounts of the research process (cf Bettany and Woodruff-Burton, 2009). Rojas 
Gaviria and Bluemelhuber (2010) make similar XVH RI ZKDW WKH\ WHUP µJXLGHG
LQWURVSHFWLRQ¶ LELG  WR H[SORUH WKH UHVHDUFKHUFRQVXPHU¶V H[SHULHQFHV RI OLIH
transition and we concur ZLWKWKHLUVHQWLPHQWWKDWLQWURVSHFWLRQLVDµQDWXUDOILUVWVWHS
LQPDQ\RIRXUFRQVXPHUUHVHDUFKSURMHFWV¶LELGZKHWKHUDFNQRZOHGJHGRUQRW 
 
We add to our own reflexive data with anecdotal accounts from colleagues working 
with interpretivist methods in similar contexts. These observations were conveyed to 
us through face-to-face, email and telephone conversations and have enabled us to 
both contextualise and validate our own interpretations. Again, reflective pieces from 
other colleagues draw on understandings of completed research projects. In addition 
to our own reflections we present anonymised data from these interactions with the 
kind permission of our colleagues. What we offer here is an exploratory study with 
the modest aim of uncovering and understanding hidden aspects of the consumer 
research process. 
 
Findings: Reflections of Researcher Transformation 
 
:HGUDZRQ7XUQHU¶V VWDJHVRI WUDQVLWion to illustrate the (re)construction of 
researcher identity; we organise the findings around the themes of separation, 
liminality and reincorporation. It is worth noting that these stages do not represent a 
neat and linear progression, it is difficult to define where one ends and the next begins 
as stages segue into one another, yet they provide a useful framework with which to 
explore researcher transformation and structure the discussion of the data.  
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Separation  
The first phase relates to the way in which we attempt to embrace a new researcher 
identity as we begin data collection. This stage removes us from our previous roles as 
we engage with new contexts and people. Undoubtedly the initial phases of fieldwork 
are met with feelings of excitement. After months of literature reviews and 
methodological decisions, it is refreshing and energising to finally come face to face 
with respondents: 
 
$V DFDGHPLFV ZH VSHQG D ORW RI WLPH DORQH LQ RXU RIILFHV RU ³DORQH´ DW WKH
front of the class, fieldwork takes us away from this setting and makes us 
engage with the world in a new way. It can be an exhilarating experience.  
 
As I sought access to respondents via local community organisations I felt that 
my disciplinary background was a hindrance and grew increasingly frustrated 
at the scepticism I met from potential gatekeepers who questioned my motives. 
So after months of closed doors I was finally getting to speak to people, finally 
I was a researcher. The feelings of doubt started to slip away. I was in the 
field and although I had new challenges to face, my study had officially begun.  
 
Although exciting, entering the field can be demanding, bringing with it feelings of 
anxiety and a desire to get things right, to be professional. Prior immersion in the 
research methods literature reinforces this sense of responsibility. McCracken in his 
seminal piece on the long interview (1988: 21 emphasis added) uses strong language 
to make clear what is at stake: ³$W crucial moments in the interview, the entire 
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success of the enterprise depends upon drawing out the respondent in precisely the 
right manner. An error here can prevent the capture of the categories and logic used 
E\WKHUHVSRQGHQW´  Our reflections reveal that we were keenly aware of the risk of 
failure. Interviews are fraught with problems, fears and potential pitfalls: not only 
³RQHVKRW´WRJHWLWULJKWEXWWKHLUFRQWULYHGQDWXUHDQGDUWLILFLDOLW\VKRUWWLPHIUDPH
the difficulties of building trust and creating rapport. Much of this relates to the fact 
that we are researching topics that are outside our norms. As researchers, we are 
strangers, attempting to enter a research field that is constructed as elsewhere: how 
should we access this foreign land?  
 
So my first attempt in the field at about the age of 24/25, using knowledge 
from the literature to communicate with these vulnerable people, led me to 
RSHQXSDFRQYHUVDWLRQZLWKWKHZRUGVµ<RXDUHDYXOQHUDEle consumer, from 
UXUDO>0LGZHVWHUQVWDWH@ ,KDYHFRPHWR WDON WR\RX¶<RXFDQ LPDJLQHKRZ
these people were made to feel as they had never been described as vulnerable 
EHIRUHDQGWKH\FHUWDLQO\GLGQ¶WVHHWKHPVHOYHVDVVXFK7KLVUHDOO\EURXJKWLW
home to me, I felt as if I had been beaten over the head. I was coming from an 
ivory tower perspective that doesQ¶WUHDOO\KDYHDFOXHWKHOLWHUDWXUHKDGLOO- 
prepared me for the field.  
 
'XULQJ WKH LQLWLDO ILHOGZRUN SKDVH WKLV µIRUHLJQQHVV¶ Fan be difficult to ignore. As 
researchers, we encounter places and people which are new to us.  
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My fieldwork was conducted in another country, one which I had visited but 
not lived in. Contextualisation took some time; you have to build a life in this 
new setting.  
 
,ZHQWLQWRWKHILHOGQRWUHDOLVLQJKRZIDUUHPRYHGP\UHVSRQGHQWV¶HYHU\GD\
life experiences were from my own. Different family circumstances, different 
educational background, fear of the future versus a looking forward to the 
future. The comparisons were glaringly obvious and difficult to ignore.  
 
As the extracts above indicate, fieldwork with vulnerable groups can involve a 
physical distancing as we move to new geographic locations. It can also create a kind 
of self-distancing in that we become aware of how others see us, we become aware of 
µdifficult differences¶ (Reay, 1996: 443) that exist between us and our informants. 
This provides a new vantage point from which to view our lives (Ozanne and Fischer, 
2011), separating us from that which we took for granted. The way in which we adapt 
to such distancing has a strong influence on the emergence of the researcher self. 
$KXYLD  ZULWHV RI WKH IUDJLOLW\ RI VXFK LGHQWLW\ SRVLWLRQV ³7KURXJKRXW WKHLU
lives, people strive to resolve identity conflicts, although the ongoing nature of life 
UHQGHUV HDFK UHVROXWLRQ LQKHUHQWO\ WHQWDWLYH DQG LPSHUIHFW´ LELG  This 
separation phase involves mixed feelings as we experience both positive and negative 
changes, everything is new and the result is conflicting identities and emotions as we 
deal with various challenges and adapt to the new skills required of us. These feelings 
are not easily resolved and indeed continue throughout the fieldwork experience and 
beyond.  
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Liminality  
Turner analyzed society as a µstructure of positions¶ (Turner, 1967: 93) where the 
liminal stage marks the transition between two socially viable positions. Liminality, 
according to Turner (1974: 274), µis a movement between fixed points and is 
essentially ambiguous, unsettled, and unsettling.¶ The biggest challenge to researcher 
identity during this phase is defining what role the researcher should play during 
fieldwork. What is our µsocially viable¶ position? How can we avoid liminal feelings 
of vagueness and illogicality (Turner 1967)?  
 
Embracing the role of researcher can require a shift in identities. Two examples of 
this conflicted transition are provided below. The first relates to changing personal 
relationships with reference to the challenges of conducting research with those we 
know, as the boundaries between friend and research subject become blurred. The 
second relates to a change in professional role: 
 
Starting out as friends, confidantes, sharing in the intimate experiences of the 
ups and downs of everyday life, only to be challenged by the aspirations of a 
UHVHDUFKHUZKRZDQWHGWREHLPPHUVHGLQWKHµEORRGVZHDWDQGWHDUV¶RIZKDW
iQIRUPDQWV¶ OLYHV ZHUH really like. Feeling it, sharing it, is a natural and 
comforting part of friendship, but separating friend from researcher and vice 
versa, calls Jekyll and Hyde to mind. The knowledge that I could tap into the 
nuances of [their experiences] (as a friend) seemed one less hurdle to 
overcome, but the wearing of two hats (friend and researcher), playing two 
roles at one time did not seem so privileged a position after all.  
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At first the role of non-participant observer feels foreign to me. In my previous 
career I set up and facilitated cancer support groups and now I find myself 
silently looking on. The passivity of it makes me feel redundant, I realise I 
need to embrace the new researcher self.  
 
As researchers we seek immersion in fieldwork sites as we engage in context building.  
The insider perspective is often celebrated as the best route to knowledge generation in 
that a researcher who has a lived familiarity with the group under study will have 
access to a different, more authentic type of knowledge to the outsider. Or put more 
VLPSO\ µ\RXKDYH WREHRQH LQRUGHU WRXQGHUVWDQGRQH¶ 0HUWRQ: 15). In many 
cases, we shared biographical markers with those we interviewed (for example, age, 
gender, race) however, we lacked lived familiarity with the severe vulnerabilities our 
informants experienced. As a result we took on various short-term transformations in 
efforts to seek better rapport with our participants.   
 
I developed an interview uniform: a plain black top, jeans, black shoes, black 
bag, and limited jewellery. No brand names or logos in sight. I arrived at their 
KRPHV YLD SXEOLF WUDQVSRUW QHYHU LQ D FDU , GLGQ¶W ZDQW WR GR DQ\WKLQJ WKDW
would highlight the financial difference between my position and their position.  
 
However, while these short-term transformations were actively constructed in efforts 
to improve rapport, we also experienced other transformations that were outside our 
control. These problems of adaption were heightened because the sensitive contexts 
added a significant emotional element. Researchers in this area become not only 
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aware of the risks of failure but also the risks of emotional exposure, something which 
we are often not adequately prepared for: 
 
My research aim related to coping strategies so it seems somewhat ironic that 
,GLGQ¶W WKLQNWRGHYLVHDQ\FRSLQJVWUDWHJLHVIRUP\VHOI,GLGQ¶WKDYHDSUH-
planned method of emotional management, no way of dealing with the 
emotional intensity of the stories I heard and the empathy I felt. Emotions 
were concealed, only reflected on a later date when the PhD was complete.  
 
Often interviews would emotionally deplete me. It is a bitter-sweet thing to be 
welcomed into the lives and homes of people who experience great pain and 
face great adversity.   
 
Immersion meant that the emotional intensity of our reactions was a necessary part of 
our fieldwork experiences. Conventional wisdom dictates that the researcher begins as 
stranger and progresses towards familiarity but also maintains the professional distance 
required for analysis, interpretation and delivery of theoretical contributions. However, 
the reality is more complicated than this:  
 
$V,ZDONHGLQWRSHRSOHV¶KRPHVUHFHLYHGWKHLUKRVSLWDOLW\± ate lunch, dinner 
and cookies, drank lemonade - the armoury, the distance, of the researcher-
self I brought to the field melted away. While I toured homes and admired 
remodelled bathrooms, met dogs and cats, viewed photographs of children 
DQGJUDQGFKLOGUHQ DQG RQHFRXSOH¶VZHGGLQJDOEXPDQHZ UHVHDUFKer-self 
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developed; an empathetic listener, a partner in conversation, a temporary 
community member. The impartial observer was gone.  
 
As illustrated above, researchers can gain glimpses into private spheres of 
UHVSRQGHQWV¶ OLYHV&RPPRQWRDOORXUVWXGLHVZDV WKHZDUPZHOFomes we received 
ZKHQ HQWHULQJ RXU UHVSRQGHQWV¶ KRPHV $V D UHVXOW PDLQWDLQLQJ WKH UROH RI D
distanced, impartial researcher was impossible and we experienced identity conflict 
between friendliness and professional distance. Firat and Venkatesh (1995) describe 
the fragmented self, suggesting that there is no requirement to reconcile one identity 
with another. Our narratives of transition contradict this in their depiction of the 
difficultly and cognitive dissonance engendered by moving between the known self 
and the new researcher self.  
 
As researchers, we endeavoured to facilitate rapport and openness. Somewhat 
unexpectedly, it became apparent that participant disclosure was not going to be a 
problem and indeed, it was sometimes surprising just how much participants were 
ZLOOLQJ WR UHYHDO 7KLV FDOOV WR PLQG 6LPPHO¶V  ZULWLQJV RQ WKH VWUDQJHU ,Q
some senses, our role as resHDUFKHUPLJKWEHFRQVLGHUHGDVµthe stranger who moves 
on¶ who µoften receives the most surprising revelations and confidences, at times 
reminiscent of a confessional, about matters which are kept carefully hidden from 
everybody with whom one is close¶ (Simmel, 1908: 237).  
 
Being the confidant for innermost thoughts and feelings reminded me that I 
was both a consumer researcher and a human being. Upon hearing stories of 
heart-break, hardship, grief and depression, I experienced conflicting and 
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shifting emotions. My researcher self was elated at the good data that would 
undoubtedly become important in informing my research contribution. Yet my 
human self was filled with compassion. The conflict between these extremes of 
emotions often created feelings of guilt. 
 
This experience of role ambiguity is perhaps more pressing when researching friends: 
 
These early experiences of the [sensitive] context were like being slapped 
across the face with a wet rag. I was left in complete shock at the lack of 
understanding and compassion shown by care workers who are supposed to 
be empathic. Standing on the sidelines looking in at everyday life, as 
researcher/friend you are caught between two often conflicting states.  
 
Another role paradox that became evident related to the outcomes we desired from 
our research. Echoing the caution offered by Ozanne and Fischer (2011), we wanted 
to make a difference that extended beyond the academic contributions of our work, 
yet sometimes grew frustrated at the powerlessness we experienced whilst trying to do 
so: 
 
It was at this point that it really hit me, this is a big commitment. I remember 
thinking I have just made a commitment to this community. This was never a 
problem when conducting interviews with individuals but this was 
overwhelming and again I was not prepared for this. As a consequence I found 
myself being propelled deeper and deeper into the community. I felt a 
responsibility to them. 
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I became more passionate about my topic as time passed. As I learnt more 
about [sensitive context] and encountered it in real life, I had a stronger 
desire to make some kind of difference. I grew more confident in terms of 
contacting key change agents in relevant organisations to tell them about my 
work. 
 
Whilst the desire for social change may have been strong in the field, the 
reincorporation phase brought our focus back to academic contributions.  
 
Re-incorporation 
This third and final phase refers to exiting the field, returning to life and 
reincorporating our work into institutional frameworks. Sometimes this was a difficult 
task: µ5HWXUQLQJIURPWKHILHOGZDVKDUG± leaving behind a life I had built there and 
relationshLSV IRUJHG ,W IHOW DQWLFOLPDFWLF¶ It is important to clarify from the outset 
that although we exit the field we do not simply leave it behind. Canniford (2007) 
writes evocatively of this: 
Now he must dust the sand from his leathery flesh; endeavour to clean the salt 
from his hair; doff board-shorts; don tweed jacket, and step into a university 
OLEUDU\+LVHYROXWLRQFRPSOHWHWKHRQO\FOXHVDVWRWKLVVSHFLHV¶VRULJLQDUH
the flipflops he forgot to change for shoes; the shell he kept in his pocket that 
has become a holy relic; and the sound of breaking waves he thinks he hears 
as he turns the pages of a book. 
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We take with us the physical and emotional reminders of the researcher-self and we 
relive our fieldwork experiences many times during data analysis and through our 
attempts to disseminate our findings.   
 
Exiting the field or ceasing data collection FDQSURYLGHDZHOFRPHUHWXUQWRRXU³UHDO
OLIH´ Indeed, for those researching friends it can reduce the pressure on friendships as 
informants are reincorpRUDWHGµback to status of friends¶ZKLFKcan be instrumental in 
helping to erase experiences of liminality. However, the responsibility to adequately 
UHSUHVHQWUHVSRQGHQWV¶OLYHVcan be keenly felt.  
 
Funnily enough, reviewers didn't think too much of this research, all I seemed 
to hear was 'this isn't good enough'.  I'm thinking, - 'I'm letting a whole town 
down. 
(Re)incorporating our work into the extant literature raised a common issue that we 
all grappled with, this was the use of terminology. How should we refer to our 
respondents?  
 
Over time I noticed I had stopped referring to my informants as ³FDQFHU
SDWLHQWV´DQGEHJDQWRUHIHUWRWKHPDV³KHDOWKFDUHFRQVXPHUV´ 
 
My friends, Jay, Gloria, Barbara and David evolved to being labelled 
µKRPHERXQG¶,Kave never thought of my friends as disabled or different but 
VRFLHW\ KDV D ZD\ RI VWDPSLQJ µRXWVLGHU KRRG¶ on those who for various 
reasons become cut off from positions within the social system.  
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Low-income consumers? Poor consumers? Resource-limited consumers? 
Constrained consumers? Socially excluded consumers? Which of these would 
sound less negatively laden?  
 
Our decisions were often informed by what we thought would be most acceptable 
within the discipline, yet at the same time we wanted to avoid dehumanising or 
sentimentalising our informants. For one of the authors, the re-incorporation phase 
has resulted in a new way of thinking about the dissemination process. The writing 
and reciting of poetry has offered a more emotional outlet for tackling and 
communicating key episodes of transformation and has allowed the chance to move 
DZD\IURPWKHµVWLOWHG>RIWHQ@GHKXPDQL]LQJZD\WKDWZHVWULSEHORYHGSHRSOHRIWKHLU
GLJQLW\E\UHGXFLQJWKHPWR³FRQVXPHUV´³LQIRUPDQWV´DQG³WDUJHWV´¶Wijland et al, 
2011, in Coyotes Confessions Totems).  
 
Many of the challenges to reincorporation related to the reactions of peers and 
colleagues. Those working in the Transformative Consumer Research arena can 
strongly feel institutional pressures to justify their choice of research subject. We 
emerge from the field transformed, enthusiastic and energised, hoping that our 
research may matter. We are ready to share our findings but quickly realise that this 
task brings with it a range of barriers that we will have to overcome. Journal 
requirements, reviewer comments, expectations and limited understanding from 
colleagues in our business schools all combine to induce more challenges and 
changes. 
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Sometimes I felt compelled to frame my study in terms of the resulting 
marketing aQG PDQDJHULDO LPSOLFDWLRQV $OWKRXJK VXFK D IUDPLQJ GLGQ¶W GR
justice nor adequately reflect what my research was really about, this 
appeared to produce a more ³legitimate´ account. 
 
[T]here is the conflict between my wanting to do somethLQJ IRU ³P\
communLW\´ and my institution needing/ driving your decisions about your 
research focus.  Other disciplines, Economic Geographers, 
Sociologists/Anthropologists have taken an interest in my work and this is 
good but again in a management context publication in particular journals 
are still the important indicator of quality research. 
 
The clear subtext to some of our interactions with disciplinary gatekeepers was that 
these contexts were not suitable for study within marketing. To illustrate, we include 
below some anonymised excerpts taken from reviewer feedback that we have 
received.  
 
³, WKLQN WKH OLQN EHWZHHQ WKH >SDUWLFXODU VHQVLWLYH FRQWH[W@ DQG FRQVXPHU
research is far-fetched. From my point of view is [sic] consumer research a 
YHU\ EURDG GLVFLSOLQH EXW ,¶P not convinced [sic] that this kind of 
FRPPXQLWLHV VKRXOG EH LQFOXGHG LQ WKH ILHOG´ (Review from an international 
consumer research conference, 2007).  
 
³:HGHILQLWHO\ZRXOGQRW UHFRPPHQGSROLWLFLDQV WRDFW EDVHGRQDEXQFKRI
personal opinions. So we need something generalizable and evident. The 
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authors use partly subjective findings from the interviews to trigger changes in 
SXEOLFSROLF\7KLV LVQRWZKDWVFLHQFHLVVXSSRVHGWRGR´A leading policy-
focussed journal, 2006). 
 
³[Authors should]...not descend into the kind of reformist and elitist language 
that afflicts some of the TCR rhetoric...........perhaps we should simply leave 
WKHYXOQHUDEOHDORQH´A cultural consumer research conference, 2009). 
 
Collectively these comments illustrate the pressure that is placed upon researcher 
identity for those working in topics that may be considered outside the marketing 
mainstream and we hope that sharing our reviewer comments may prove useful to 
others who have faced similar criticism. Such questioning of the validity of our 
research topics acts as a direct barrier to academic reincorporation ± where do I 
belong if my discipline rejects me?  
 
Conclusions 
 
This paper sought to highlight the concept of researcher transformation with particular 
reference to those working in sensitive contexts. As we endeavour to conduct robust 
studies, carryout thoughtful, useful interviews while respecting and protecting both 
the informants and ourselves, we go through various changes. These transformations 
are also connected to the multiple roles we take on throughout the research process ±
insider, outsider, friend, professional researcher, academic writer, social change agent. 
Some are short-term practical changes (DGDSWLQJ UHVHDUFKHUV¶ VW\OH RI dress or 
language) that are consciously driven by our desire to generate high quality data. 
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Other changes arise more unexpectedly, sometimes hitting us with an emotional 
intensity that we are ill-prepared for. While some may argue that the recognition of 
researcher emotions challenges research objectivity, we counter that there is an 
intrinsic value to the experiencing, and particularly to the recognition, of strong 
emotions encountered throughout the research process. We follow Woodthrope 
(2007) and suggest that emotional responses can reveal important insights. Our 
emotional reactions µDFWDVDµGRRUZD\¶WRWKHLQQHUWHUUDLQRISHRSOH¶:DWWV, 2008: 8) 
and allow us to view the research process in a deeper way. Researcher transformation 
therefore extends beyond the careful management of appearance and other practical 
µimpression management¶ strategies (Atkinson and Hammersley, 2007) that are 
discussed in the ethnographic literature. As Brownlie notes, in order to make sense of 
LW UHVHDUFKHUV GLYLGH WKH ZRUOG LQWR µXV WKHP DQG LW¶ %URZQOLH, 2008:  522). We 
XQGHUWDNHDSURFHVVRIµRWKHULQJ¶ WKHUHVHDUFKHG7KLVREVHUYDWLRQRQµRWKHULQJ¶FDQ
EHEURDGHQHG WR FRQWHQG WKDWZHRXUVHOYHV DUH µRWKHUHG¶E\ WKH UHVHDUFKH[SHULHQFH
when we take on the role of outsider looking in. The challenges of seeking out and 
understanding FRQVXPHUV¶sometimes difficult and painful experiences engender this 
sense of otherness in the researcher. The emotional and sometimes physical changes 
experienced by researchers are a symptom of this position of µother¶. As Ahuvia 
(2005) highlights, identities are unstable, they shift and move, and a new sense of 
balance must be sought. Narratives of identity allow us to make sense of who we are, 
were and might become and can therefore be understood as coping mechanisms in 
themselves. We would argue that for the researcher - as with the researched - telling 
RQH¶V VWRU\ FDQ EH D IRUP RI FDWKDUVLV %UDQQHQ  /XSWRQ  7KLV VWRU\
telling can take the form of fieldnotes as in the case of Canniford (2007), 
introspection (Stone, 2009), reflexive accounts (Bettany and Woodruffe-Burton, 
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2009), poetry (Hill, 2011) or simply through informal conversations with colleagues, 
friends and family (Dickson-Swift et al. 2007). Turn[er]ing moments have provided a 
framework for such narratives to breathe life into the concept of researcher 
transformation. Our transformations are borne of the sense of separation and 
liminality experienced over the duration of the research process. As we have 
illustrated, this sense of µotherness¶ or µRXWVLGHUKRRG¶ is not confined to the field, it 
can also be felt within the confines of the Business School. We continue with the 
identity work begun in the field and attempt to mould our researcher-selves anew to 
suit the demands placed on us as academics. 
 
The current study offers several avenues for future research. The majority of the 
reflections used in this paper relate to doctoral and early career research. Future 
research could encompass a wider range of perspectives by involving those at 
different stages of their career. Additionally, all the reflective data presented in the 
paper relates to completed research projects. It is possible that researcher 
transformation may vary at different stages of the research process and future studies 
drawing on data collected at different stages (for example, during data collection and 
data interpretation) may provide deeper insights into researchers¶ identity 
transformations. Although our focus has been on researcher reflection, another avenue 
for future research could be the collection of reflexive data from informants in 
relation to their perceptions of the research process and the researcher. This could 
SURYLGH YDOXDEOH LQVLJKW LQWR WKH µlooking-JODVV VHOI¶ Mead (1934) speaks of to 
provide a deeper understanding of their role of the researcher in knowledge 
generation. Such a perspective may be valuably informed by work in psychotherapy 
on the concepts of transference and counter-transference (Hacker 1982). We have 
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suggested that reflective writing offers a useful way of identifying and coping with 
identity conflicts. Future research could highlight alternative approaches available to 
researchers experiencing conflicting identities and emotions. 
 
We began this paper with a modest aim ± to explore and illustrate the notion of 
researcher transformation. By uncovering and understanding a little more of the 
research process we demonstrate the humanity and empathy that can be at its heart. 
We close with a poem which seeks to capture and make sense of a moment of 
researcher transformation experienced by one of the authors: 
 
An invited guest into your world of exclusion, 
I care to share in elusively-eclipsed lived experiences 
Kept under wraps from societal eyes, 
At times, I flounder to become as one 
With consumers deemed feckless, flawed, fragmented, 
Only to emerge from the field of constrained consumption 
Replenished, raw, rejuvenated, 
Sensitively stirred by nuanced understandings, 
Re-washed in self-vulnerability, transformed by the power 
Of the research experience. 
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